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1.  Introduction
It was a sensational event when Elizabeth Gaskell (1810–65) published Ruth (1853) as her second 
novel because, as ‘a tale of seduction’ (Uglow 322), it would normally not be accepted by Victorian 
readers. Since women were required to be pure at that time, a fictional story dealing with sexuality 
would likely not have been welcomed. However, Gaskell fought against the conventional values of the 
time to shed light on the unreasonableness of the sexual double standard. Hence, some novelists, critics, 
and feminists who regarded the sexual double standard as problematic praised Ruth, while the others 
criticised Gaskell.
In terms of depicting the reintegration of an unmarried mother, Ruth is a unique novel treating the 
issue of fallen women. Ruth’s heroine, Ruth Hilton, is a beautiful orphan and works as a dressmaker. 
A wealthy young man, Mr Bellingham, takes a fancy to her at a ball and asks her out. Ruth’s employer 
witnesses that Ruth walks with Mr Bellingham and fires her because it is flirting of a young girl to 
be with a man. Although Mr Bellingham suggests Ruth to leave the town together, she is abandoned 
by him in Wales because his mother insists that he lives in sin with Ruth. When Ruth tries to commit 
suicide, she is saved by a dissenting minister, Mr Benson. She is to live with Mr Benson, his sister Miss 
Benson, and their servant, Sally. Ruth hides her identity as a fallen woman on the advice of Miss Benson 
and gives birth to an illegitimate son, Leonard. Ruth is fond by Mr Bradshaw, an influential person in the 
town, and is employed at his house as a governess. Visiting Mr Bradshaw’s house daily, she becomes a 
friend with Jemima, the eldest daughter of Mr Bradshaw and his business partner and later husband of 
Jemima, Mr Farquhar. More than five years later, Ruth’s fallen status is known to everyone due to a new 
dressmaker of their town. Mr Bradshaw gets enraged and fires Ruth and she starts to work as a nurse.
Although Gaskell seems to write about the society where fallen women can be reintegrated, Ruth 
dies after saving her own seducer. Her death is one of the novel’s most controversial plot points. It is 
well known that Charlotte Brontë (1816–55) interrogated Gaskell because of Ruth’s death. In a letter 
addressed to Gaskell, she asked, ‘Why should she die? Why are we to shut up the book weeping?’ 
(Easson 200). Elizabeth Barrett Browning (1806–61) also wrote the following to Gaskell: ‘Was it quite 
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impossible but that your Ruth should die? I had that thought of regret in closing the book’ (Easson 316). 
Furthermore, Josephine Butler (1828–1906) saw the sexual double standard in society as a problem by 
reading Ruth (Butler 31).
Since the novel was published, many previous studies have examined why Ruth has to die owing to 
her nursing at the end of the story. Yoko Hatano analyses why Ruth has to work as a nurse by referring 
to Evangelical beliefs. She concludes that it is impossible for Ruth to atone for her sin in the domestic 
sphere, where fallen women are not allowed to enter. Hence, she needs to find redemption in the public 
sphere by working as a nurse. On the other hand, Rachel Webster and Loretta Miles Tollefson analyse 
Ruth in the context of Unitarian beliefs. Webster argues that Gaskell wanted to show one’s environment 
has many impacts on an individual’s character and fate. Additionally, Ruth’s death represents Gaskell’s 
anger at Victorian society’s attitudes towards fallen women. However, Tollefson interprets Ruth’s death 
in a more positive way, as death is akin to spiritual maturity according to Unitarian beliefs.
Though many critics and feminists such as Butler praised Gaskell for attacking the sexual double 
standard in Ruth, they could not understand why Ruth had to die. However, if we interpret Ruth’s death 
as her liberation from the Victorian female ideal, it is possible to answer this question. Observing her 
behaviour and actions, she becomes a more actualised character in the last part of the story. Through 
her life at the Bensons’ house, she acquires much knowledge and even becomes sophisticated. Thus, 
I would like to interpret Ruth as the story of Ruth’s journey to autonomy from Victorian society’s 
bindings.
The term fallen women indicates women who have lost their sexual purity outside of marriage by 
being seduced; these were the women Gaskell wanted to save. While some women chose prostitution 
in order to gain the additional income in the Victorian era, they are not the focus of this paper because 
Gaskell did not discuss the prostitutes of this category in her works. Through my analysis, I will 
compare Ruth Hilton in Ruth with two other fallen women in Gaskell’s fiction: Esther in Mary Barton 
(1848) and Lizzie Leigh in ‘Lizzie Leigh’ (1850). As a counterpoint, I will also discuss Amelia Sedley in 
Vanity Fair (1847–48) by William M. Thackeray (1811–63) as an example of the ideal Victorian woman.
This paper will be structured into four par ts: fallen women in the Victorian era, the features 
corresponding to the model Victorian woman present in Ruth, the features corresponding to the model 
Unitarian woman present in Ruth, and her empowerment. Thorough this analysis, I will reveal that Ruth 
succeeds in not only redeeming herself but also transgressing the Victorian female ideal.
2.  Fallen Women in the Victorian Era
2.1.  The Sexual Double Standard in the Victorian Patriarchal Society
In the Victorian era, it was regarded as virtuous for women to be submissive and supportive to men. 
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Victorian families had a patriarchal structure which restricted women’s rights and demanded their 
submission. For example, Amelia Sedley in Vanity Fair is ‘the stereotypical Victorian “good” woman’ 
(McNight 92). She represents a passive and naïve female figure, which is considered as the Victorian 
ideal of womanhood. Women were required to be the Angel in the House, which indicated that they 
were ‘a good girl’ or ‘a good wife’. Due to this idealisation, it was believed that women should remain in 
the home and manage all the housework while their husbands went out to work.
On the other hand, if young women had a sexual experience outside of legal marriage, they were 
considered to be fallen women in the Victorian era. They were deprived of their rights to live in society, 
and they had no opportunity to redeem themselves. They had no choice but to work as prostitutes 
to make their living. While men were not punished for their sexual experiences outside of marriage, 
women were always excluded from not only society but also family because of the sexual double 
standard that placed the blame for flirtation and acting on one’s sexual urges solely on women.
In this era, prostitutes were considered the antithesis of a virtuous Victorian woman. Throughout 
the nineteenth century, people’s attitudes towards prostitution changed. George P. Landow asserts 
that society used to be more tolerant of prostitutes, focusing on prostitution’s impact on women and 
regarding them as a sort of victim. However, in the mid-Victorian era, people bitterly resented prosti-
tutes because they thought that prostitution had a negative impact on society, ‘particularly [on] men and 
the military’ (Landow, par.1). People started to regard prostitutes as ‘the Great Social Evil（１）’ because 
it was important for the English to maintain moral order in the public sphere in the Victorian era. 
Therefore, prostitutes could not be visible in the streets in the daytime.
The Contagious Diseases Acts（２） were enacted in 1864, 1866, and 1869. According to Jane Rogers, 
‘the British—or perhaps English—approach to the problem of prostitution is particularly interesting 
combining as it does social and moral anxiety and intention to reform or eradicate’ (par.1). These laws 
were made to prevent men in garrison towns and ports from spreading venereal disease. According 
to Henry Mayhew, there were about 80,000 prostitutes（３） in London in the first half of the nineteenth 
century (476), and ‘[u]nder the acts, a woman could be identified as a “common prostitute” by a special 
plainclothes policeman and then subjected to a fortnightly internal examination’ (Walkowitz 1–2).
2.2.  The Unitarians and Fallen Women
Due to such conservative morals, it was taboo for Victorian writers to write about fallen women in 
novels. However, Gaskell challenged their moral conventions because she made an effort to convey to 
the Victorian people that not all of these women were disgraced. Gaskell aimed to reveal the truth about 
the sexual double standard between men and women. Sally Mitchell states that ‘Mrs. Gaskell’s immedi-
ate aim was to make readers think about their unexamined assumption that a woman who lost her 
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chastity had to be totally cut off from society so that she would not contaminate decent people’ (33). It is 
likely Gaskell derived her opinion from Unitarian beliefs; Gaskell’s father and husband were Unitarian 
clergymen. Since Unitarianism is rooted in Protestantism, followers ‘denied the doctrine of original sin 
as the key to man’s true nature and agreed that humanity and its environment were best understood 
by reason, experience and experiment’ (Watts 3). Gaskell herself was also a Unitarian, and as the wife 
of a minister, she could grasp the circumstances of fallen women. Additionally, she believed that ‘fallen 
women could be redeemed by [being] taken into the domestic sphere’ (Michie 81). Jane Rogers asserts 
that it was common for fallen women to be ‘offered a typically harsh and punishing routine’ if they were 
brought into a rehabilitation hostel, but this approach was seen as inappropriate by the Unitarians. 
In fact, Charles Dickens (1812–70), a contemporary of Gaskell’s, established Urania Cottage in 1847 
with Miss Angela Burdett-Coutts（４） as a home for fallen women. Unlike other asylums, this institution 
applied a sympathetic approach with fallen women. Since Dickens shared Unitarian beliefs, he had a 
generous attitude towards these women, like Gaskell.
In 1849, Gaskell visited the New Bailey Prison in Manchester and met a young prostitute named 
Pasley, whom she used as a model for Ruth. Pasley was as young as Ruth was, could not live with her 
own parents and was sent to an orphanage by her uncle. Pasley was only fourteen years old and worked 
as a seamstress after her father died and her irresponsible mother left. However, her master changed 
due to the business struggle, and a new master, ‘who connived at her seduction’ (Uglow 246), forced 
Pasley to prostitute herself. After that, she had to live on the streets for months and was tempted into 
becoming a prostitute and was put into prison (Uglow 246). As an abandoned child, Pasley did not have 
an opportunity to learn ‘morals’. Hence, Gaskell took Pasley to Urania Cottage to educate and rehabili-
tate her（５）. Gaskell intended to assert that it was not only the individual but also society that created the 
prostitute.
2.3.  Fallen Women in Gaskell’s Fiction
Some fallen women are depicted in Gaskell’s fiction, and most of them are unmarried mothers. Before 
Gaskell wrote Ruth, she described Lizzie and Esther as fallen women. They have no choice but to be 
prostitutes in order to survive due to their fallen status.
‘Lizzie Leigh’ is filled with diverse information related to poor and fallen women. It seems that Gaskell 
wrote this tale to make her middle-class readers appreciate the situation of working women. She tried 
to encourage people to understand why unmarried mothers chose prostitution. The tale was published 
in the first issue of the weekly journal Household Words, published by Charles Dickens in 1850. Yet, it 
is thought that Gaskell had started to write the story in the latter half of the 1830s (Sharps 93). The 
heroine, Lizzie, leaves her hometown and family to work in a city. However, after she starts to work, she 
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is forced out of her master’s house after becoming pregnant. ‘Lizzie Leigh’ only describes the hardship 
faced by fallen women, and Gaskell did not express any solutions or her own opinion in this tale. On the 
other hand, in Mary Barton, Esther takes the role of warning her readers to protect young women from 
fallenness.
Gaskell’s first novel, Mary Barton, treats another fallen woman and describes the poverty of the 
working-class. The protagonist, Mary Barton, is a working-class girl, and her father is the leader of 
a union. Elizabeth Holly Pike asserts that ‘Gaskell intended the novel to educate her peers to the 
conditions in which workers lived, in the belief that mutual understanding was all that was necessary 
to end conflicts between masters and workers’ (25). At the same time, Mary Barton depicts the sexual 
issues faced by labourers. Mary receives sexual advances from the mill owner’s son, Harry Carson. 
Further, Mary’s aunt, Esther, disappears from Manchester and becomes a prostitute.
Contrary to Lizzie, Esther is not just a representational model of Victorian prostitutes. Esther’s 
biggest contribution is that she does not allow her niece to follow the same path of fallenness. Both 
Esther and Mary are beautiful and have a lover who is in a higher class than themselves. Moreover, 
Mary believes that she must be a lady in the future due to the influence of her aunt.
... the mysterious aunt Esther, had an unacknowledged influence over Mary. She [Mary] knew 
she was pretty; ... there were always young men enough, in a different rank of her own, who were 
willing to compliment the pretty weaver’s daughter as they met her in the streets. .... So with this 
consciousness she had early determined that her beauty should make her a lady; ... the rank to 
which she firmly believed her lost aunt Esther had arrived. (MB 28)
Mary might have gone astray if Esther had not appeared and talked with Jem to ask him to save her 
niece, because Harry Carson would not wed Mary and his affection was simply flirtation (MB 118). Jem 
talks to Harry to confirm whether he is willing to wed Mary despite having been rejected by her himself 
(MB 151). Esther’s request gives Jem courage to keep loving Mary.
2.4.  Ruth: The Unique Fallen Women
Although Gaskell had previously described fallen women in her fiction, Ruth’s characteristics differ 
from those of Lizzie and Esther. That is why Ruth was extremely disapproved of by her contemporaries 
upon its publication because it put the fallen woman at its forefront. Gaskell not only admitted it was an 
unsuitable topic for a novel, but she also speculated on readers’ antagonism towards her work:
... indeed I [Gaskell] anticipate so much pain from them that in several instances I have forbidden 
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people to write, for their expressions of disapproval, (although I have known that the feeling would 
exist in them,) would be very painful & stinging at the time. ‘An unfit subject for fiction’ is the thing 
to say about it.... (Letters 220)
The above passage is from one of Gaskell’s letters written after Ruth’s publication, addressed to her 
friend, Anne Robson, prior to January 27, 1853（６）. Notwithstanding significant pain, Gaskell devoted 
herself to writing this work. Ruth is a more sensual novel than ‘Lizzie Leigh’ and Mary Barton in terms 
of involving a seducer, Mr Bellingham, and conversations between him and the heroine. Contrary to 
Lizzie and Esther, Ruth re-enters Victorian society as a governess and a nurse. Her contribution is 
praised by many people and she is respected by society. It is revolutionary that Leonard can confess to 
people that his mother was unmarried when she gave birth. Gaskell certainly highlighted the danger of 
young women being isolated from their parents in their childhood in Ruth. Gaskell described her vision 
of the ideal society in which a fallen woman could be rehabilitated. From the next section, I will analyse 
Ruth’s uniqueness comparing other fallen women and the ideal Victorian woman.
3.  Ruth’s Passiveness and Difference from Lizzie and Esther
At the beginning of Ruth’s life at the Bensons’ house, she expresses her passivity. The most significant 
event is that she allows the servant, Sally, to cut her hair (R 107–08). Moreover, she does not express 
any complaints or opinions towards Miss Benson’s idea that Ruth should disguise herself as a widow (R 
97).
After Ruth starts to live at the Bensons, she acquires knowledge that Victorian mothers are expected 
to have, such as an understanding of money, the proper way to do housework, and how to raise children 
in a passive way. Thus, Ruth educates herself and gains these abilities, which differs from most of the 
other fallen women characters in Gaskell’s works.
Comparing Ruth and Esther, they are completely dissimilar in the way they acquire an understanding 
of money. First, Esther spends all of her money on clothing even before becoming a prostitute. The 
heroine’s father explains that ‘... Esther spent her money in dress, thinking to set off her pretty face; ...’ 
(MB 14). Even though she works at a mill and earns a wage, she never uses her earnings to sustain her 
living conditions when she lives with the Bartons. Even after she runs away with her lover, she does not 
have to worry about money because her lover gives her money whenever she asks (MB 137).
However, this lack of her financial knowledge proves fatal to Esther after she is deserted by her lover. 
Esther cannot use her lover’s 50 pounds as an effective means of sustaining her and her daughter’s 
existence. She reveals that she spent all of her money on her clothing and food and has nothing left. 
She said that ‘... fifty pounds would, I thought, go a long way’ (MB 137). Consequently, she cannot take 
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her daughter to a doctor when her daughter suffers from a disease, which causes her daughter’s death. 
Although she starts to earn money by prostitution to save her daughter, it is too late.
As for Ruth, she is similar to Esther in terms of the fact that she does not understand the value of 
money until she starts to live with the Bensons. This is clear from the description of Ruth when she 
heads to Eccleston with Mr and Miss Benson:
Ruth had not understood that it was for economy that their [Mr and Miss Benson] places had 
been taken on the outside of the coach, while hers, as an invalid requiring rest, was to be the inside; 
... Her thought about money had been hitherto a child’s thought; the subject had never touched 
her; but afterwards, when she had lived a little with the Bensons, her eyes were opened, and she 
remembered their simple kindness on the journey, and treasured the remembrance of it in her 
journey. (R 98–99)
Ruth does not miss the chance to learn about finance, while Esther is incapable of it even when she is 
living with her family.
Afterward, Ruth also succeeds in learning housework in exchange for giving up her plan to leave 
the Bensons’ house. In other words, she does not have yet enough activeness to be firm in her opinion 
at this point even though she is tormented by a sense of guilt because she does not earn money. She 
gradually realises that she and her son, Leonard, would be a burden for the other family members. 
However, due to Mr and Miss Benson’s suggestions, Ruth relinquishes the idea of living on her own. 
Mr Benson forces Ruth to stay with them in exchange for treating her as their real daughter. He also 
requires her to do ‘all the household tasks (R 129)’, and Sally tells her that ‘there’s a right and wrong 
way of setting about everything (R 131)’. As a result, Ruth’s ‘household work was no longer performed 
with a languid indifference, as if life and duty were distasteful (R 132)’. Ruth’s household tasks are not 
depicted in depth in the novel, but this point is contrary to Lizzie. Lizzie is robbed the opportunity to 
learn about womanly duties because she is ordered to leave home by her father, making it impossible for 
her to learn from her mother by imitating her. Deborah Logan says that Lizzie’s father ‘separates mother 
and daughter at a crucial period in Lizzie’s development’ (78). As a result, Lizzie gives up caring for her 
baby. Nord states that ‘[y]oung women who work never learn to care for babies or homes, mothers who 
work leave children unsupervised and unloved’ (141–42).
Moreover, Esther cannot observe housework done by her sister, Mrs Barton, since she works at a 
mill to earn money. The fact that Esther forgets one of the phrases of the Bible (MB 138)（７） proves that 
Esther’s education is limited. In effect, there is no description that she goes to church or asks religious 
salvation even at her deathbed. Therefore, neither Lizzie nor Esther has knowledge to successfully 
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raise their children. In fact, they fail at being good mothers, while Ruth succeeds. Lizzie and Esther are 
contrary to the model of the ideal mother in the Victorian era.
Ruth learns the proper way to raise a child at the Bensons’ house. First, Sally shows Ruth how to 
amuse her baby using the tassel of the window blind’s string (R 132). In effect, most of the Victorian 
young women learned domestic virtues by watching and copying what their mothers did (Burstyn 
38). Further, when Ruth listens to Miss Benson talk about her childhood, Ruth accidentally realises 
the importance of reading. This realisation inspires Ruth to start to study in the early morning so as to 
gain knowledge that she can pass on to her son (R 132–33). Although fellow women showed girls how 
to manage their homes and educate their children, clergymen taught moral and religious subjects to 
girls (Burstyn 38). Hence, Ruth, who is protected at the house of a Dissenting minister（８）, can herself 
become more cultivated in both aspects only within her home.
4.  Ruth’s Inconsistencies with the Ideal Victorian Woman
After Mr Bradshaw discovers Ruth’s fallen woman status, Ruth becomes more active than before 
because she realises that she cannot redeem her past if she acquiesces to others’ opinions. Therefore, 
she starts to explain her thoughts or opinions overtly and gain the power to resist. Such activeness 
conflicts with the idea of the model Victorian woman, but Ruth needs to overcome her passiveness that 
caused her fallenness. In this section, I will analyse Ruth’s character by comparing her to Amelia Sedley 
since pointing out their differences is an effective method to show Ruth’s inconsistencies with the 
characteristics of the ideal Victorian woman.
First, Ruth devotes herself to educating her son after she is confined to the house due to her fallen 
woman status. It is rare for Ruth, as a fallen woman, to be interested in study and education. As for Lizzie 
and Esther, they devote themselves to earning money and thus do not acquire any skills with which to 
educate their children. For example, Lizzie surrenders her baby to Susan soon after giving birth. Unlike 
Lizzie, Ruth realises she lacks knowledge for childcare. She tries to be a protective mother because her 
mother’s absence is deeply related to her fallenness, as she was never able to learn from her mother. 
She often laments her son’s misfortune of having been born illegitimate and gives him sufficient 
education so he will not head down the wrong path in the future. As a result, her son becomes quite 
cultivated as is shown in ‘he might have been considered by many as too intelligent for his years (R 
151)’.
In the Victorian era, education at home is crucial for children because it forms their future. Ruth 
does not have ambition for her son, but she wants her son to be ‘ready for anything’ (R 321). Thus, she 
teaches Leonard piety so he will be able to protect himself when he encounters abuse directed towards 
him because of his mother’s sullied past (R 256). She teaches values and life lessons to her son:
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... Mr. Benson could not choose but admire the way in which she was insensibly teaching Leonard 
to conform to the law of right, to recognise Duty in the mode in which every action was performed. 
(R 271)
Her mind ... had been well cultivated during these last few years; so now she used all the knowledge 
she had gained in teaching Leonard, which was an employment that Mr. Benson relinquished 
willingly, because he felt that it would give her some of the occupation that she needed. (R 271)
This is a stark contrast between Ruth and the other fallen women. Because of Ruth’s teachings and 
Leonard’s intelligence, Jemima and Mr Farquhar advise Ruth and Mr Benson to send Leonard to school. 
However, Mr Benson thinks that Ruth is the best teacher for her son. He tells Mr Farquhar that ‘I doubt 
if the wisest and most thoughtful schoolmaster could teach half as much directly, as his mother does 
unconsciously and indirectly every hour that he is with her’ (R 310). Hence, educating Leonard makes 
Ruth wiser and more cultivated, helping her make a correct decision about her son. Education at home 
was effective and meaningful in the Victorian era because it could be personalised for children depend-
ing on their background and abilities.
It should be noted that Ruth is very knowledgeable of Latin. Although she previously had given up 
learning Latin (R 132)（９）, she eventually studies it after considering Jemima Bradshaw’s comments 
on her education. When Ruth decides to work as a nurse to care for patients and paupers as her first 
nursing stage, Jemima tries to persuade her to reject the position. Jemima claims that Ruth is too sophis-
ticated to be a nurse, referring to Ruth’s knowledge of Latin. She says, ‘... Ruth, you are better educated 
than I am!’ (R 287). Even Mr Bradshaw, who advocates the patriarchal structure, admits that Ruth 
has many positive qualities (R 169) until her backgrounds is disclosed. Thus, it is obvious that Ruth’s 
education is exceptional. As a result, five years later, she possesses as much education as the women of 
the highest class (R 156), and several more years later, Mr Benson gives his job of educating Leonard to 
her (R 271).
The emphasis on Ruth’s academic ability is likely derived from Unitarian traditions. In the Victorian 
era, ‘most people believed no woman was capable of sustained study in the first place, there was also 
a general belief that study itself would leave a woman discontented and ill-prepared for marriage and 
motherhood’ (Burstyn 41). Burstyn also asserts that ‘[m]en feared that contemporary teaching with its 
emphasis on French, music, and art was responsible for the neglect of truly feminine subjects. Matters 
would surely become worse if women were encouraged to study mathematics and Latin’ (38). However, 
according to Ruth Watts, Unitarians believed that education should be provided to women as well as men, 
not only for them to be good mothers but also to prevent them from going down the wrong path (8).
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In terms of an educating mother, Amelia also tries to educate her son, so that he can be true to his 
father’s name.
She had to teach George to read and to write, and a little to draw. She read books, in order that she 
might tell stories from them. As his eyes opened, and his mind expanded, under the influence of the 
outward nature round about him, she taught the child, to the best of her humble power, to acknowl-
edge the Maker of all. (VF 492).
As mentioned above, Amelia provides elementary education to her son at home in the model of the ideal 
mother. Afterward, she decides to have him attend a school ‘after much misgiving and reluctance’ (VF 
580). Amelia’s desire to keep her son close is a commonality with Ruth. Ruth does not like to separate 
from her son and refuses to send him to a school even though Mr Farquhar and Jemima recommend 
doing so (R 309).
The biggest difference between Ruth and Amelia is their ability to earn money by themselves. Carla 
Fusco also points out this ability in Ruth and says that ‘she is not a mere passive figure acted by others. 
She is instead an active actant in the way she endeavours to find her position in society by totally 
devoting herself to work’ (59). In other words, Ruth succeeds in being an agent promoting her economic 
well-being even though she is a woman. On the other hand, in Vanity Fair, after Mr Sedley loses his job 
and income, Amelia cannot earn money by herself. She relies on her brother’s money to sustain her 
livelihood. Even when she brings her own advertisement to some shops to find a job as a governess, she 
is not taken seriously by the shop owners (VF 622)（10）. Amelia expects that she would be able to earn 
money more easily. Although she has sufficient academic knowledge to be a governess, her spirit seems 
undeveloped in complying with the model of the Victorian female ideal. Her shallow thoughts also 
emphasise her limitations. Additionally, in the Victorian era, it was the men’s role to work outside the 
home and earn money. Eventually, Amelia cannot find a position as a governess. As a result, it is impossi-
ble for her to take care of her son by herself, and she is forced to send him to her late husband’s family, 
the Osbornes. Further, neither Esther nor Lizzie has the ability to earn money; therefore, they have to 
sell themselves to survive.
Ruth, however, can earn money by working as a governess. It is striking that she works at the 
Bradshaws until her fallen status is revealed. Based on the concept of Victorian virtue, it was unaccept-
able to hire a fallen woman as a governess. In fact, there was no chance for a fallen woman to get a job 
except as a prostitute. What is more, occupational choices were very limited even for ‘ordinary’ women.
According to Kathryn Hughes, there were about 25,000 women who worked as governesses during 
the mid-nineteenth century (ⅺ ). Governesses were required to possess certain key skills, especially 
231Tracing Female Empowerment in Gaskell’s Ruth and the Transcendence of the Victorian Female Ideal（HOSHI）
the ability to speak French and play the piano (Hughes 38). A governess who visited her students’ house 
everyday instead of residing with them was called a ‘daily’ or a ‘visiting’ governess. Her salary was 
around 24 pounds a year (Hughes 36–37), while Ruth earns 40 pounds for her instruction (R 272). This 
proves that Mr Bradshaw relies substantially on Ruth.
5.  Ruth’s Activeness and Self-Actualisation
As a result of having the ability to earn her own money, Ruth cannot give up getting a new job even 
after her fallenness is revealed by Mr Bradshaw. Although Carla Fusco assesses Ruth’s activeness only 
by analysing the scene of her working as a governess, I would like to examine Ruth’s nursing as another 
representation of her activeness. Yoko Hatano asserts that ‘Ruth must eventually redeem her sin outside 
the sacred home’ because ‘[t]he domestic ideology prevalent among the middle classes does not allow 
a fallen woman to be redeemed in the private sphere where the Victorian ideal of virtuous womanhood 
is enshrined’ (637). However, I interpret Ruth’s nursing as an expression of her being active. In fact, 
Gaskell conveys her respect for nursing as a profession in a letter when her own daughter, Meta, is 
about to become a nurse (Uglow 316–17).
5.1.  Ruth’s First Nursing Stage
The reason Ruth chooses to work as a nurse for three times is because it was one of the humblest 
vocations in the Victorian era. Hence, nurses do not have anything to lose. Ruth has already experienced 
the loss of her work, confidence on her, and freedom after the disclosure of her past. Although ‘looking 
after a sick relative was an entirely proper occupation for a lady’ (35) as stated by Hughes, ‘nursing 
did not appear as a widely acceptable outlet for the energies and talents of fictional young women 
until the end of the 1870s’ (Rowbotham 233). As Catherine Judd asserts, working in a hospital was an 
unrespectable position in the Victorian era, and the job was considered as a redemption. It was Florence 
Nightingale who changed how people thought of nursing. Her outstanding efforts during the Crimean 
War, which began in 1853 and concluded with a peace treaty in 1856, made Victorian-era people rethink 
their ideas of nursing:
For the Victorians, the labor of nursing invoked powerful fears for a variety of reasons, most 
predominately including the forbidden nature of physical illness, the stigma attached to working 
with the human body, and the taboo status of the nineteenth-century hospital. These three elements 
worked to bring about the belief in the ‘evil’, ‘loathsome’, and ‘dangerous’ nature of nursing. 
(Judd 95)
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That is why Jemima tries to persuade Ruth not to apply for the nursing job vacancy, because Ruth has 
enough knowledge to get a better position (R 286–87). However, Ruth does not change her mind and 
eventually starts to nurse patients.
Ruth undergoes three different stages regarding her nursing. In the first stage, her main objective 
is to make money. For instance, when Jemima is trying to persuade her not to work as a nurse, Ruth 
discusses the importance of having a job:
At any rate it is work, and as such I am thankful for it. You cannot discourage me— and perhaps you 
know too little of what my life has been— how set apart in idleness I have been— to sympathise 
with me fully. (R 287)
Ruth mentioned that it was boring for her to stay home and not work. Also, when she received her 
wages, she passed them to the Bensons because she wanted them to use them ‘for her and her child’s 
subsistence’ (R 289).
Caring for patients as a nurse, Ruth gains more composure. Her imperturbability was already 
well-known, but nursing is not an easy occupation. Although Mr Wynne limits Ruth’s job to caring for 
paupers, she is astonished at the patients’ symptoms:
At first her work lay exclusively among the paupers. At first, too, there was a recoil from many 
circumstances, which impressed upon her the most fully the physical sufferings of those whom she 
tended. But she tried to lose the sense of these— or rather to lessen them, and make them take 
their appointed places— in thinking of the individuals themselves, as separate from their decaying 
frames; and all along she had enough self-command to control herself from expressing any sign of 
repugnance. (R 289)
However, as Ruth nurses these people, she is depicted as an angel. She treats every patient with a good 
amount of sympathy. Consequently, ‘[t]he poor patients themselves were unconsciously gratified and 
soothed by her harmony and refinement of manner, voice, and gesture’ (R 289).
Ruth’s reputation as a good nurse spreads, and many people ask for her assistance. Even the roughest 
boys hear of Ruth’s nursing, and they start to develop a feeling of awe for her (R 290). Now, Ruth is 
active enough to have an influence on others.
5.2.  Ruth’s Second Nursing Stage
After Ruth’s first nursing stage, ‘typhus fever swept over the country’ (R 313). Many doctors and 
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nurses died as a result of caring for typhus patients. This task is so dangerous that even Mr Benson 
discourages Ruth to nurse typhus patients. However, Ruth is empowered enough to insist regarding her 
own opinions, and earning money is not her main aim at this time. When she succeeds in accomplishing 
her job, her indifference about money is mentioned:
But to her it was owing that the overwrought fear of the town was subdued; it was she who had 
gone voluntarily, and, with no thought of greed or gain, right into the very jaws of the fierce disease. 
(R 318)
Although Ruth did not earn wages during this second stage, her contribution gained her respect by 
many. No one applies to care for the patients after one of the physicians dies for fear of contracting the 
disease (R 314) as had occurred during her second nursing stage. At first, Ruth is worried because she 
will have to be separated from her son until she completes her duty. Yet, Ruth dedicates herself to caring 
for patients not to compensate for her past sins but because of her faith and makes many contributions. 
One day Leonard walks into town and overhears a conversation between two men about Ruth. A man 
asserts that Ruth is nursing diseased patients as a form of atonement but another man objects to this 
opinion:
... nor does she [Ruth] do her work as a penance, but for the love of God, and of the blessed Jesus. 
She will be in the light of God’s countenance when you and I will be standing afar off. I tell you, 
man, when my poor wench died, as no one would come near, her head lay at that hour on this 
woman’s sweet breast.... (R 317)
As a result of her contribution, she is respected by people in Eccleston. Considering Victorian nurses’ 
social position, Ruth is quite an exceptional figure. Now, Leonard can make it publicly known that Ruth 
is his mother (R 317). Under normal circumstances, this would have been impossible for an illegitimate 
child to admit.
Furthermore, the Board of a hospital decides to praise her and send a formal letter, showing how 
Ruth’s good deeds are recognised by the public:
‘... Mrs. Denbigh [Ruth], that you were, perhaps, not aware that the Board was sitting at that very 
time, and trying to form a vote sufficiently expressive of our gratitude to you. As Chairman, they 
requested me to present you with this letter, which I shall have the pleasure of reading.’
With all due emphasis he read aloud a formal letter from the Secretary to the Infirmary, conveying 
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a vote of thanks to Ruth. (R 320)
Receiving this appreciation letter means Ruth’s has fully redeemed herself. Unlike during the first 
nursing stage, Ruth does not require money for her work, and society responds to this attitude and 
spiritual maturity.
5.3.  Ruth’s Self-Actualisation
Ruth accidentally hears that Mr Bellingham caught the epidemic while talking with Mr Davis. At 
this time, Ruth does not hesitate to take over Mr Bellingham’s care as her third nursing stage. Ruth no 
longer has to worry about Leonard because Dr Davis offers to be his guardian (R 323) and has already 
proposed to adopt Leonard as his successor. He promises her that he will not reveal that Mr Bellingham 
is her son’s father because he himself is also an illegitimate child.
Ruth expresses her autonomy again. At first, Dr Davis opposes Ruth’s nursing of Mr Bellingham 
because the patient has enough money to hire doctors and nurses from London. However, Ruth does 
not compromise and finally takes charge of caring for Mr Bellingham, showing her autonomy. Rosemary 
Langridge concludes Ruth’s nursing and death are caused by ‘the author’s inability to address details of 
[the] nature of their relationship’ (49). However, in terms of expressing her own affection and passion, 
this can be interpreted as Ruth transcending Victorian morality.
In Gaskell’s fiction, some characters recall their childhoods, the times when they were pure and 
innocent, just before their death. Alice Wilson in Mary Barton is an elderly aunt of Jem Wilson, who 
is Mary Barton’s friend from childhood. Alice ‘dies in a long drawn out but painless and pleasurable 
delirium remembering her childhood and her mother’ (Thaden 39). Although Alice works as a washer-
woman, she has ‘invaluable qualities as a sick nurse’ (MB 20) and considerable knowledge of wild herbs. 
She is depicted as a generous person throughout the plot. It is notable that Ruth’s deathbed scene is 
very similar to that of Alice’s imminent death. Even when Ruth gradually languishes, she seems happy 
and at peace on her deathbed. Additionally, her mind has travelled to her childhood, and she sings songs 
which her mother taught her, as does Alice (R 330).
Ruth’s behaviour on her deathbed seems to represent her spiritual maturity. According to Loretta 
Miles Tollefson, ‘Unitarian Theology [is], focused on the sinner’s penance as a spur to personal spiritual 
development’ (48). In effect, when Ruth is laying on her deathbed, she exhibits ‘no outrage or discord 
even in her delirium’ (R 330). This attitude is completely different from Mr Bellingham’s in his sick 
room. When he is feverish, he talks in a delirium, and no one can take care of him except Ruth (R 327).
On the other hand, Esther’s deathbed scene is completely different from those of Ruth and Alice. 
Esther is brought into her old room after she collapsed in front of the Bartons’ house, which she used 
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when she was young. In terms of her returning to her old house, she shares the trait with Ruth and 
Alice. However, there are no children sobbing aloud for Esther, and only Joseph prays for her in the 
room. Esther keeps crying about her life and thinking of her dead daughter without feeling happy like 
Ruth and Alice. Further, while Ruth and Alice remember their mothers, Esther cannot free herself from 
the agony of her daughter’s death.
In addition, the burials of Ruth and Esther are significantly different. Ruth is buried at the south 
corner of the chapel-yard under the great Wych-elm turf, and her tombstone is ordered from the best 
stonemason in town by Mr Bradshaw (R 338). While such a splendid tomb is prepared for Ruth, Esther 
is buried in a cemetery for criminals. Moreover, Esther and other criminals lie ‘without name, or initial, 
or date’ (MB 324).
As for Lizzie, she does not die but live without gaining spiritual maturity. After she reunites with her 
family, she lives in a secluded cottage on a hill with her mother. Although many people bless her, she 
never integrates into society. While she comes to be respected because of her listening to ‘every call 
of suffering or of sickness for help’ (LL 154), it is not mentioned what she does specifically for these 
people. ‘Listening’ is a passive behaviour, and Lizzie does not visit the patients spontaneously; she waits 
for their visits and thus never becomes active like Ruth.
6.  Conclusion
This paper began with an exploration of fallen women in the Victorian era and the Unitarian’s attitude 
toward them. Because of the sexual double standard, there were many women who unwillingly lost their 
homes and families.
By tracing Ruth’s character developing in tandem with the plot, I reveal that Gaskell develops Ruth 
from a passive woman— the ideal Victorian woman— to an active woman. Although Ruth’s death has 
been regarded as self-defeating in previous studies, I showed it is liberation from the limitation of the 
Victorian society. Before Ruth has premarital sexual relationship, she is intimidated by Mr Bellingham. 
Further, after moving into the Bensons’ house, she does not express her own thoughts. However, 
because of obedient nature and a lack of self-assertion, Ruth acquires knowledge that all Victorian 
mothers should have, including an understanding of money, the proper way of carrying out household 
tasks, and how to successfully raise children. Later, Gaskell enables Ruth to acquire more education, 
representing the Unitarian ideal. This helps Ruth to be more active than before. She can earn her own 
money by working as a governess and diligently educates her son after her fallen status is revealed. In 
the last part of the plot, Ruth becomes an active person, which is completely different from who she 
used to be. However, Ruth possesses enough power to influence people and society and to publicly 
express her opinions. This point is different from Hatano’s assertion that ‘Ruth must die in the end 
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in order to conform to the domestic ideal (640)’. Webster also regards that ‘in a fit of disappointment, 
she [Gaskell] handed Ruth over to the unitarian security of redemption in death (25)’ because Gaskell 
noticed this novel would not be welcomed by readers. However, in my opinion, even her death seems to 
express her liberation from the limitations of the Victorian feminine ideal.
Gaskell tried to depict the contradiction between the Victorian ideal of womanhood and the causes 
of being a fallen woman in Ruth. While neither Lizzie nor Esther goes through a significant personal 
development, Ruth cultivates herself and matures her spirit. This enables Ruth to overcome her 
weakness and express her ideas. Although an active woman is not ideal in the Victorian era, she 
succeeds in not only reintegrating into society but also in accomplishing her self-actualisation.
Note⑴ Prostitutes were regarded as immoral women, and most people believed that their immorality was 
transmitted through contact with them. Moreover, by the 1850s, prostitution had become ‘not simply an 
affront to morality, but a vital aspect of the social economy as well’ (Walkowitz 32).
 ⑵ However, there was no clear definition in the law concerning fallen women. Consequently, some women 
who did not work as prostitutes were forced to undergo examinations. Thus, this law was quite unfair to 
women, expressing the sexual double standard. Owing to these circumstances, in the latter half of the 
nineteenth century, activists launched a campaign to abolish this law and advocated women’s rights.
 ⑶	 This figure represents the number of prostitutes reported by police; Mayhew supposes that the actual 
number was much larger.
 ⑷	 A grandmother of Thomas Coutts, founder of the London Bank. She was one of the wealthiest women in 
the Victorian era.
 ⑸	 However, eventually Pasley was sent to Australia in order to reintegrate with society. This was not Gaskell’s 
ideal way to solve the problem (Michie 81).
 ⑹	 The exact date is not specified.
 ⑺	 When Esther talks about her dead daughter to Jem, she tries to cite a phrase of the Bible, but she does 
not remember. ‘... What is the text, I don’t remember, – the text mother used to teach me when I sat on her 
knee long ago;’ (MB 138).
 ⑻	 Even though Mr Benson’s religion is not mentioned overtly, it is likely Unitarian. Both Alan Shelston and 
Angus Easson identify the structure of Mr Benson’s chapel ‘with the Unitarian chapel at Knutsford, where 
Gaskell attended services (R; notes to pages 343)’. Considering Gaskell’s own religion, it seems reasonable to 
assume that his religion is Unitarian.
 ⑼	 In the scene Ruth starts to study, ‘she did not attempt to acquire any foreign language, although her 
ambition was to learn Latin, in order to teach it to her boy’ (R 133).
 ⑽	 In her advertisement, Amelia says that ‘she would instruct in English, in French, in Geography, in History, 
and in Music’ (VF 622).
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ABSTRACT
Tracing Female Empowerment in Gaskell’s Ruth and 
the Transcendence of the Victorian Female Ideal
Shino Hoshi
This paper examines Elizabeth Gaskell’s Ruth, focusing on the heroine’s, Ruth Hilton, development 
from passiveness to empowerment. In the Victorian era, if young women had a sexual experience 
outside of legal marriage, they were considered fallen women. They were deprived of their rights to 
live in society, and they had no opportunity to make amends. However, as a Unitarian, Gaskell refuted 
conventional values and the sexual double standard. Although the active woman was not the ideal 
feminine figure in the Victorian era, Ruth achieves her redemption and self-realisation. Moreover, Ruth 
has an above-average education for a girl of her class and the ability to earn her own money, which were 
regarded as interfering with women’s principal task including carrying out household tasks and raising 
their children successfully. To show Ruth’s uniqueness, I compare her to Lizzie Leigh in ‘Lizzie Leigh’, 
Esther in Mary Barton, and Amelia Sedley in Vanity Fair. Consequently, I demonstrate that Ruth is 
exceptional not only as a fallen woman but also as a Victorian woman.
